s managers of occupational health organizations, occupational and environmental health nurses may be required to identify, negotiate, and contract with vendors of products and services to augment those provided internally by an employer. This series of columns provides a general overview of the tools and skills necessary to ensure the process is effective and produces the desired results.
A Request for Proposal (RFP) is a formal process in which potential providers of a service or product are given an opportunity to present information about their organization, the business they conduct, and how that business could benefit a purchaser. More specifically, a potential customer puts forth a description of the product sought and set of requirements to a group of vendors who reply with what they hope will be a competitive package of information and responses. While it can be a formidable process, the use of a RFP can help occupational and environmental health nurses to identify, evaluate, and select the vendor that best matches the criteria required.
Often, however, nurses may not be able to begin the RFP process without researching potential suppliers. In this case, it may be helpful to issue a Request for Information (RFI) prior to a RFP.The RFI is a more general document indicating that an individual or company is interested in contracting for a product or service and seeking qualified providers. It is usually sent to a broad group of recipients who may be identified through professional contacts, journal advertisements, conference exhibitor lists, or by conducting an Internet search. From responses to the RFI, the nurse will be able to assemble an appropriate list of providers to target to receive the RFP. In issuing a RFI, it is important to clearly state that it is not a RFP, but a preliminary search for information.
Having identified providers who appear to be appropriate recipients, the nurse may begin to initiate the RFP process. The success of that process is heavily dependent on the instrument created and the method of evaluating responses. Objective ana-lysis of RFPs is greatly facilitated by a clear, logically formatted tool. There are many templates available from various business texts and even some software companies. Most formats include preliminary sections to be completed by the purchaser to provide a bidder with background information about the company to be served. Good instructions to bidders will ensure that responses include the information required and be formatted to allow the nurse to conduct comparisons. The remaining (and the bulk) of the RFP is to be completed by the bidder using the framework provided by the nurse.
FORMAT OFTHE RFP
A basic outline for a generic RFP follows (Table I) .
Part 1 (Aboutthe Requestor)
• The introduction to the RFP describes the company seeking bids, including size, number, and distribution of locations and employees, and type of business or industry.
• The purpose section of the RFP states the reason for seeking the service or product, the present method of delivering (or not delivering) it, and the reasons for considering change. It also may contain any corporate or regulatory requirements associated with the service.
• A thorough description of the service or product sought needs to be provided. In this portion of the RFP, the nurse also may detail the scope of the service in terms of activities 
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Event expected to be included, the recipients of the service, the geographic areas to be served, and any technical requirements such as electronic interfaces with company databases or communication systems. Visual work flow diagrams are often attached to help describe processes as well as the pattern for information sharing that will be required. If the nurse is flexible, creative suggestions from bidders may be encouraged in this section.
Otherwise, most vendors will expect to provide the service or product according to be specifics noted here.
Part 2 (About the RFP)
• The schedule of events provides the bidder with an expected timeline for the process from the issuance of the RFP through completion of the contracted work. A schedule of antic- ipated dates allows the bidder to determine if submitting a proposal for this project is reasonable given other commitments. The schedule of events may be handled with a simple table (Table 2 ).
• Criteria that will be used to evaluate proposals should be communicated by the nurse to bidders. These may include, but are not limited to: cost, feasibility, creativity, ease of use, timeliness, etc.
• Specific instructions to bidders will help to ensure consistency of responses. This section provides "boiler plate" information, such as a template that may be required by the company, format required (paper or electronic) and items that are required to be addressed. Frequently, this section will state that: • Costs incurred when submitting the RFP are to be born by the bidder, • The bidder is responsible to obtain all permissions to use licensed, copyrighted or patented components used in the RFP, • All information provided to be the bidder is private and confidential and must not be used for any other purpose, • Details of the contract to be awarded, including provisions, length, and terms required by the nurse. Although a more complete description of methods of evaluation and criteria for measurement are detailed in the actual contract, it is important to inform the bidder of the key metrics that will be used to evaluate performance of the successful bidder. It is important to include this in the RFP in the event this criteria is used to nullify a contract in the future.
Part 3 (About the BIdder)
This section is completed by the bidder and describes the company and qualifications to perform the necessary work. The following are
